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@! he idea that the Soviets coordinate 
worldwide terror from some 
subterranean map room is a comic book 
concept. The whole point 
of their plan is to contribute to terror by proxy, 
to let the other fellow do it.® 


ehmet Ali Agca 
shot and very 
nearly killed the 
Pope, John Paul 
ll, in St. Peter's Square on 
the afternoon of May 13, 
1981. Within two days Ital- 
ian magistrates found evi- 
dence of an organized plot, 
yet the theory of Agca as 
Moslem fanatic and lone 
terrorist killer continued 
The CIA, the Reagan 
administration, even the 
Vatican, all were loath to see 
a larger design. No one, it 
seemed, was interested, 
despite the possibility that 
here was the biggest, most 
daring conspiracy of our 
times. 
Enter Claire Sterling. An 


American foreign corre- 
spondent in her mid-fifties, 
the mother of two, and now- 
adays living in Rome, Ster- 
ling had reported on Euro- 
pean, Middle Eastern, and 
Asian affairs for over thirty 
years for The New York 
Times, Reader's Digest, the 
Washington Post, and In- 
ternational Herald Tribune. 
Her book The Terror Net- 
work (1981) carefully traced 
the conneciions among 
terrorist groups around the 
world, and now, refusing to 
accept official scenarios, 
she insisted there was more 
to the assassination at- 
tempt than met the eye. Her 
own scenario, after a year 
and a half of investigation, 
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proved compelling, if complicated: 
“The Turkish mafia, operating out of 
Sofia under tight Bulgarian control, 
had picked the suitable hit man and 
provided suitable cover. . . to all ap- 
pearances, this would be an inter- 
national right-wing conspiracy, as 
remote from the Soviet Union as half 
a century of political folklore could 
make it.” 

As for motivation, everything 
pointed to Moscow. Yet Sterling's ar- 
gument went further to include 


‘She claimed her investigation wal 
i being systematically thwarted by the 


ess reporters like hersel 
to be regarded “as an international 
menace, threatening peace among 
nations if not the entire planetary or- 
der." Why? Because U.S. and other 
Western officials would rather not 
know about Russian complicity, 
partly in anticipation of another sum- 
mit conference, partly out of a reluc- 
tance to admit Soviet ties to inter- 
national terrorism. 

A series of semiofficial leaks 
seemed to justify Sterling's allega- 
tion, and with the publication of her 
book, The Time of The Assassins 
(published by Holt, Rinehart & Win- 
ston), last winter, there were further 
denials despite coverage in virtually 
every major newspaper in America. 
In a Christmas visit to Agca's cell, 
the Pope forgave his assailant (photo, 
right). Six months afterward, in June 
1984, however, the Italian judiciary 
filed its long-awaited report based 
on over 25,000 pages of documen- 
tation. The report's conclusions? That 
the Bulgarian secret services had 
indeed recruited Agca to shoot the 
Pope in a plot to weaken the Soli- 
darity movement in Poland. Al- 
though the KGB was not mentioned 
by name, unmistakably clear was the 
suggestion that “some political fig- 
ure of great power took note of this 
grave situation and, mindful of the 
vital needs of the Eastern bloc, de- 
cided it was necessary to kill Pope 
Wojtyla.” 

For William Safire, writing in The 
New York Times, it had all come to a 
head: “Now that the proof is about 
to be laid on the table ... what is 
President Reagan's Foreign Intelli- 
gence Advisory Board doing to find 
out why President Reagan was mis- 
led by the ClA on the most important 
terrorist plot in modern history?” For 
Secretary of State George Schultz, 
noting the mounting evidence, the 
attempted assassination was an ex- 
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@Killing the Pope would have eliminated 
the only man capable of generating real strength behind the 
Solidarity movement throughout the Soviet Bloc.® 


fan angry CIA Director Wil> 
iam wer quickly removed the 
agency's top spy in Italy for trying t 
abotage the Italian investigation’ 
Sterling, it seemed, had been vin- 
dicated, and within weeks she was 
summoned to the White House to be 
debriefed by high-ranking represen- 
tatives of the CIA, National Security 
Council, Department of Defense, at- 
torney general's office, and the 
president's legal staff. 

To sort out the implications of Ster- 
ling’s lonely investigation, its ramifi- 
cations and possible truths, Pent- 
house sent journalist Peter Manso to 
talk with the reporter immediately 
after the publication of her book and 
then, later, in the wake of her vindi- 
cation. Manso comments: “My initial 
assumption was that Sterling was a 
typical neo-conser 


ut aside from registering at her ho- 
tel under a precautionary pseudo- 
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nym, she displayed none of the hys- 
teria usually found in cold warriors. 
On the contrary, unlike most jour- 
nalists ‘working’ a story from either 
the right or left, she refused to get 
locked into a scenario, and flexibil- 
ity, not stubbornness, marked our 
exchange. Our second meeting, 
months later, went the same way. Her 
thesis may not be airtight, and ulti- 
mately it may never be verifiable, but 
there's no denying the clear, un- 
swerving focus of her account, which 
is nothing if not provocative. Here, as 
well as in her writing, her refusal to 
take shortcuts makes it only more 
sobering.” 


Penthouse: The great surprise, the 
revelation in your book was that 
Mehmet Ali Agca, the Turk who shot 
the Pope, did not act alone. What 
made you think that the story went 
far beyond the crazed lone assassin 
theory? 

Sterling: On the day the Pope was 
shot | was in Los Angeles finishing 
my promotion tour for my earlier 
book, The Terror Network. Since it 
included a chapter on Turkish ter- 
rorism | was the only source any- 
body could think of who might be 
able to explain Agca. | just went 24 
hours straight—doing television, ra- 
dio, and wire service interviews— 
since there was such a tremendous 
response on the day of the shooting. 
Then in late September 1981, four 
months later, the presiding judge in 
Agca's trial published a 50-page 
“Statement of Motivation” sayin9.that 
Agca was neither crazy nor a reli- 
gious fanatic but rather 
“In our ef- 
orts to find who sent him we have 
run into an impenetrable barrier of 
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Penthouse: So you took the bit be- 
tween your teeth? 

Sterling: Of course, and there were 
two press scenarios guiding me. One 
quoted the examining magistrate: 
“For us there is documented proof 
that Agca did not act alone.” The 
other from The New York Times of the 
same date, May 15, said, “Police are 
convinced according to government 
sources that Agca acted alone.” 
Then | went to Agca's trial in July 
1981, just two months later. It was a 
quick trial, lasting only 48 hours, and 
the state prosecutor came out with 
this incredible harangue: "Agca was 
a loner, a delirious ideologue, a fa- 
natic Moslem who came from no- 
where.” Agca got life imprisonment, 
but then Judge Santiapichi, the pre- 
siding judge and a very honorable 
man enormously respected 
throughout Italy, published the 
court's verdict and in explaining it 
totally reversed what the prosecutor 
had said. The prosecutor, though, 
would not introduce evidence indi- 
cating anything except that Agca 
had fired the gun, and that’s when | 
thought, “I've gotta find out why.” | 
had no idea what was going to come 


out in Agca's confessions. Only later 
did | learn that when he was seized 
in St. Peter's Square, he had the tele- 
phone numbers of five Bulgarians in 
his pocket. 

Penthouse: What had you found out 
about Agca himself? 

Sterling: He was a very repressed, 
inward-looking, tormented kid. After 
he went off to the university at An- 
kara, he had no known source of in- 
come except a small allowance from 
the state. Somebody took his en- 
trance exams for him: In fact, there's 
no record of his.takin 
Penthous6:And his political activi- 
fies as a student? 

Sterling: None. He was registered at 
the University of Ankara in 1977 and 
1978 when terrorism was raging and 
students were killing each other in 
the dormitories. His name never 


ind Laction.on the campy 
enthouse: The conclusion being 
that he had no political commit- 
ments? 

Sterling: Or else he was keeping out 
of the limelight, being kept quiet by 


others who were paying hi 
didn't want him identified. (Nobody 


any exams. 
— 


cropped up in connection with any J4 


knows where his money came from 
et after leaving Ankara for Istanbul 
where he also was registered as a 
student, he lived very high. He 
moved from one expensive hotel to 
another, ate in the best restaurants, 
wore fancy suits and gold watches. 
In Istanbul, though, there's again no ~ 
academic record. He was a blank, a 
zero until, two years before he shot 
the Pope, he confessed to the mur- 
der of Abdi Ipekci, Turkey's most re- 
spected journalist. 
Penthouse: Were there links to the 
Bulgarians at that point? 
Sterling: Abdi Ipekci was a Social 
Democrat, a man of the center who 
was fighting an almost solitary battle 
against both the extreme left and 
right wing. He was gunned down in 
his car on February 1, 1979, and 
Agca was arrested on an anony- 
mous tip. There was no real evi- 
dence against him, just a faint re- 
semblance to an Identikit sketch, yet 
Agca—this tough, ambitious kid— 
confessed right off the bat and 
claimed he did it alone. There'scfo, 
estoy that he -probab artici- 
pated but he certa id not act 
alone, as the minister of the interior 
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who supervised the interrogation con- 
firmed. In fact the Turkish military tribunal 
has recently issued a new indictment of 
11 people—some of them were Gray 
Wolves, Turkey's ri terrorists. But 


cause he was investigating the Turkish 
mafia, so it wasn't a political hit at all, 
fonetheless, Agca was prepar 
the fall. He was paid to do so and was 
` promised he'd be let out of prison—and 
he was. Five months after his arrest he 
escaped while dressed in a military uni- 
form, passing eight heavily guarded 
doors, the guards themselves having 
been paid. We now know this because 
the Turkish godfather, Bekir Celenk, the 
head of the Turkish mafia, has admitted 
that he had Agca taken straight to Bul- 
garia after the escape. It was when he 
went back to Bulgaria in summer 1980 
that he supposedly received an offer of 
2 million marks to kill the Pope. But the 
basic story Agca himself told was that in 
Sofia Celenk personally presented him to 
three Bulgarian agents and was respon- 
sible for his connections in Munich, Brus- 
sels, London, Frankfurt, and Milan. In 
Rome several additional meetings took 
place in the home of one of the Bulgari- 
ans where they worked out the assassi- 
nation strategy. 

Penthouse: The three agents were Ser- 
gei Antonov, plus the assistant military 
attaché, Todor Aivasov, and Zhelyo Vas- 
ilev, the treasurer of the Bulgarian em- 
bassy? 

Sterling: Yes, but Antonov didn't have the 
diplomatic status of the others since he 
was deputy director of the Bulgarian-air- 
lines. Agca said they went together to St. 
Peter's Square for three dress rehearsals 
and then on the day of the hit all met near 
the railroad station; it was understood that 
Agca would meet them outside the Co- 
lonnades after the hit. 

Penthouse: Wasn't Agca actually 
grabbed by a nun after he fired the gun? 
Sterling: Right. Suor Letizia, a tiny Italian 
nun, weighing maybe 80 or 90 pounds, 
was standing behind him and grabbed 
him. He was shouting, “Not me!” and she 
was saying, “Sei tu, sei tu," at the top of 
her voice. “It’s thou, it's thee." Meanwhile 
the people in the crowd hadn't realized 


been bumped off right then and there in 
the square. 

Penthouse: Yet you say that Agca’s not 
stupid but that in fact he's artful. If he'd 
been successful wouldn't he have had to 
worry about the Bulgarians? 

Sterling: He took out insurance. When he 
was arrested he was carrying those five 
telephone numbers—among them An- 
tonov's unlisted home number as well as 
Aivasov's. Then he did exactly what he'd 
done after being arrested for killing 
Ipekci—he sent out signals. His interro- 
gators didn't catch on right away, but he 
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was telling them things which he knew 
would get back to the Turkish authorities 
and eventually to his sponsors. Namely, 
that he had been in Bulgaria the summer 
of 1980. 

Penthouse: And it was at this point that 
the authorities began to suspect he hadn't 
acted alone? 

Sterling: At first he continued to lie. As 
any Italian judge who's handled terrorist 
killers will tell you, all of them feel the need 
to prove themselves, to overdramatize. In 
the case of Agca the authorities had a 
very unusual young man, absolutely not 
crazy, not at all a religious fanatic but, 
instead, ambitious for money and fame, 
which were his real motivations. 
Penthouse: Nonetheless, with a target like 
the Pope surely there were more expe- 


Sterling: Because since 1965 when KGB 
agents were caught trying to assassinate 
a Russian exile in Germany, which made 
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By carefully planned 
suicide attack in Lebanon, the 
Iranian and Syrian 
intelligence services were 
able to change the whole 
direction of American policy 
in the Middle East. 


2 


a big scandal in the European press, th 
Politburo decided the KGB must not d 


0 be farmed out, and from then on 
Bulgaria became the hit-man section. 
Conveniently enough, Bulgaria's other big 
job for the Russians was the destabili- 
zation of Turkey. In Agca they had the 
extra bonus of using a Moslem Turk, 
nominally a right-winger. He had the 
cover. A truly professional-looking hit by 
a mercenary raises suspicion. They 
wanted someone who looked like a crank, 
a kook, or perhaps a terrorist from a well- 
identified group as far from the Com- 
munist bloc as possible. 

Penthouse: Is it conceivable that the Bul- 
garians thought they were using Agca for 
some job that didn't require Soviet au- 
thorization? 

Sterling: That objection is in response to 
a suggestion made in The New York Times 
that some middle official in Bulgarian in- 
telligence might have known what Agca 
intended to do and didn't stop him, or 
even that some middle official in the KGB 
might've known but not the higher-ups. 
That kind of sleazy conspiracy theory is 
all too familiar to Americans. The clear 
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intention of the editorial writer was TO Say 
Andropov himself might not have known, 
that involvement could easily have been 
confined to a lower level. Given the way 
the Soviet system works, though, it's just 
not possible. Brezhnev and the Politburo 
had to have approved the hit, then An- 
dropov would've had to approve it per- 
sonally and see to the mechanics of car- 
rying it Qut. 
Penthouse: There's absolutely no way it 
could have been a “vest-pocket” oper- 
ation? 
Sterling: No, no, no. Any Sovietologist will 
tell you that vest-pocket operations are 
simply impossible in the Soviet Union. 
Things are too tightly structured. When a 
decision like an assassination is made, it 
has to be made at the top. Brezhnev 
would have to have said, “You, Andropov, 
see to it. Do whatever's necessary. Fig- 
ure out a plan.” 
Penthouse: Even so, there's still the basic 
question: Why the Pope? 
Sterling: Because from the time John Paul 
ll was chosen in fall 1978, the Politburo 
was keeping a very careful eye on him. 
The Pope sent Brezhnev a letter by cour- 
ier, handwritten in Russian, in connection 
with the Solidarity movement, saying that 
if the Soviets invaded Poland he, the Pope, 
would lay down the crown of St. Peter and 
go to Poland to stand side by side with 
his people. As a result, by March 1981 
the Russians were calling the Pope “a 
cunning and dangerous ideological en- 
emy,” and “a malicious, lowly, perfidious 
and backward toady of the American mil- 
itarists, fighting socialism in the interests 
of his accomplices and his new boss in 
the White House.” That's a direct quote 
and it's one of the strongest statements 
of its kind to come out of the Politburo. 
Penthouse: Yet, had the assassination 
been successful, Poland might have ex- 
ploded. The risks don't seem tenable; the 
liabilities were enormous. 
Sterling: The Poles believe that the Rus- 
sians were behind it anyway. Walesa 
didn't doubt it for a minute. But suppose 
the Pope had died and the Poles had 
rioted, wouldn't it have been the ideal ex- 
cuse for the Russians to send military 
forces into Poland? The essential benefit 
for them of killing the Pope, though, would 
have been the elimination of the only man 
capable of generating real strength be- 
hind Solidarity—not only in Poland but 
throughout the Soviet bloc. Moreover, the 
Vatican would never put another man like 
him in again. The Vatican has appeased 
the Russians. Just look at the way the 
Vatican reacted to the assassination at- 
tempt while the Pope was too weak to be 
able to govern: the papal secretary of 
state claimed that there was no conspir- 
acy, that Agca was a lone gunman. But 
by the time of Agca's trial the Pope was 
recovering and suddenly three editorials 
in the L'Osservatore Romano, the Vati- 
can daily, said, “This isn't good enough. 
The bigger mystery remains of who sent 
him.” 
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Penthouse: Go at it from another angle: 
Since the Italian court revealed its find- 
ings linking Agca with the Bulgarians, 
your severest critics have balked at ac- 
cepting the Soviet role in the assassina- 
tion, claiming there is no hard evidence 
to implicate the KGB. 

Sterling: Yes they have. But if the public 
chooses to deceive itself, that’s up to the 
public. No court in the Western world can 
get hard evidence to implicate an indi- 
vidual in the Soviet Union, nor is any court 
going to try a nation for moral irrespon- 
sibility. That's not its job. In this case the 
Italian court apparently has evidence that 
three Bulgarian citizens plus their em- 
bassy, which is an official organization of 
the Bulgarian communist state, were 
working members of the DS, the Bulgar- 
ian security service. The court has said 
this flatly, without condition. 

Penthouse: Until recently the Reagan 
administration and our intelligence com- 
munity have also refused to acknowl- 
edge possible Soviet complicity. You've 
spoken of a “monumental cover-up.” Why 
has the administration been so disin- 
clined to take your findings seriously? 
Sterling: Not only my findings, the court's 
findings. But | think this may be chang- 
ing. Essentially Reagan has had a polit- 
ical expediency problem. His advisors 
must have pointed out that it would be 
politically disadvantageous to accept my 
conclusion publicly. Apart from that, 
Reagan has been misinformed or just 
poorly informed by his intelligence com- 
munity. The Rome station of the CIA re- 
fused to concede any substance to the 
Bulgarian connection, while even CIA 
headquarters in Langley failed to order 
an investigation. | know that to be a fact. 
I've talked to top people who tried to ex- 
plain it—ranking CIA operatives in Wash- 
ington—and it’s now clear to me that the 
civil service level of the agency has 
maintained a belief that the Soviet lead- 
ers are cautious and conservative; any- 
thing indicating they may have taken a 
wild risk is excluded from their thinking. 
It's intellectual cowardice and laziness— 
also egotism in the sense that they're un- 
willing to contradict the position they've 
worked up over the years. By the late 
1940s, after the Second World War, there 
was a tremendous feeling that the Sovi- 
ets had been our ally. That was the seed 
of the misconception: the belief that the 
Russians were okay. We had a few brave 
responses like the airlift in Berlin and the 
Truman Doctrine in Greece and Turkey, 
but then what did we see? By 1956 we 
saw a genuine uprising in Hungary en- 
couraged by Radio Free Europe, but there 
was never the smallest intention in West- 
ern circles to help the Hungarian rebels. 
The same thing happened in Czechoslo- 
vakia in 1968, then in Poland in 1970, and 
most recently in Afghanistan. 
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Penthouse: Which is what you were re- 
ferring to when you wrote, “Even Presi- 
dent Reagan, who did not hesitate to ac- 
cuse the Russians soon after taking office 
of ‘reserving the right to commit any 
crime, to lie, to cheat.’ is ducking the 
question of possible Kremlin complicity 
now”? 


the Bereatual disinclination of Western 
leaders to confront the Russians with thei 


enthouse: And this very misconception 
of the Soviets extends even to the likes 
of Caspar Weinberger? 

Sterling: Correct. Not a single member of 
the administration from any source—lIn- 
telligence and Research in the State De- 
partment. the State Department's Office 
for Combating Terrorism, its Bulgarian 
desk or Italian desk, nobody in the CIA, 
nobody in Defense Intelligence or the 
Defense Department—until recently ab- 


First Brezhnev and 
the Soviet Politburo would 
have had to approve 
the hit on the Pope, then 
Andropov would have 
personally seen to the 
mechanics of carrying it out. 


solutely nobody called to ask, “Could you 
tell us a little bit more about the evidence 
that was not safe to publish in your Read- 
er's Digest article?” 

Penthouse: Did the CIA attempt to block 
your research, actually stand in your way? 
Sterling: | think they've tried to frighten 
me. At the end of November 1982, after 
| wrote my piece for Reader's Digest and 
Antonov was arrested and the case was 
beginning to draw blood, an old ac- 
quaintance, somebody in a position to 
know, told me, “I don't want to alarm you, 
but we have reason to believe that you're 
on the Bulgarian hit list.” “What do you 
think | ought to do?” | asked, and he said, 
“Well, we've gotten this information from 
the Italian Secret Service and if | were 
you I'd get out of town and let things cool 
off." This didn’t seem awfully helpful ad- 
vice to me, so | tried to get through to the 
chief of station in Rome and was told the 
chief of station does not speak to jour- 
nalists. Then | called a friend who was 
well connected through government 
channels with the Italian Secret Service. 
They very kindly sent a general with an 
aide over to my apartment. | explained 
what | had been told and that | wanted 


some advice on how to protect myself, 
what to look for, and so on. The general 
said, “Who told you this?” | said. “The 
American embassy." He said, “And they 
told you they got it from us? They couldn't 
have. If it came from us it would've passed 
my desk, and I've never heard about this 
before.” Three weeks later he returned to 
my house and said, “It’s now come to my 
desk that you're on the Bulgarian hit list.” 
| said, “Where did it come from?” and he 
said it came from the Interior Ministry. And 
| said, “Well, the Interior Ministry doesn't 
have agents abroad, how would they 
know that?" to which he replied that it had 
come from the American embassy. After 
that | talked to the general several more 
times and we discussed the CIA's atti- 
tude toward the Italian judicial investi- 
gation, its unwillingness to share infor- 
mation with SISMI, the CIAs opposite 
number in Italy. The general said he got 
no help from the GIA, explaining, “We're 
really blocked by the embassy, and all 
around we've been getting no help from 
the Americans.” My feeling was that this 
was the first warning, that the CIA was 
trying to frighten me off from doing the 
book. Then | became aware of the 
plants of information from th 
ligence community in The Ne 
and the Los Angeles Times. 
and |, for example, had both seen the 
coolness of the reaction in Washington to 
our respective stories—mine in August 
and Marvin's TV piece on the Bulgarians 
in September. In fact, | was at his house 
when his NBC white paper aired and the 
phone began to ring directly afterwards, 
with all his pals in the Washington press 
corps saying, “Oh, gee, that was a great 
show, Marvin. But come on, you don't 
really believe this stuff about the Bulgar- 
ians, do you?” With me, it went even fur- 
ther. When | was back in the States doing 
my promotional tour for The Time of the 
Assassins | got a call from a friend in 
Washington who told me a mutual friend 
of ours, a retired high-ranking CIA offi- 
cial, had called her to say that he had 
heard that | had just thrown in the towel 
and was going back home to Europe be- 
cause | was finding the whole thing a flop, 
that nobody cared or was listening to what 
| had to say. It was an attempt to dis- 
courage me as if to say: “Give it up, kid. 
Who are you trying to fight, City Hall?” | 
don't want to sound nutty on the subject, 
but | feel barriers were being put up by 
people who didn’t want me to get the word 
out. Why? Because the administration 
was afraid to create a destabilizing situ- 
ation. Their anti-Soviet rhetoric notwith- 
standing, they've always been afraid of 
that. 

Penthouse: Turn it around, though. What 
are their options? How would you have 
handled the Bulgarian connection if you 
had been in Reagan's shoes? 

Sterling: | would have begun long before. 
Now, though, I'd say to the Soviet Union, 
“It's time to discuss aspects of your for- 
eign policy which take the form of- 
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=e rogait warfare on Western leaders. We 


know on which dates who was used to 
do what—including the assassination at- 
tempt on the Pope—and. when we ne- 
gotiate in the future we, the United States, 
want to know your intentions. We're 
watching you. The world community is 
aware of what you've been up to.” 
Penthouse: Compared to other intelli- 
gence services how good is the CIA? 
You've said that the French warned the 
Vatican of the assassination plot—are the 
French better than the CIA? 

Sterling: For intelligence gathering, | 
would say no. What the CIA lacks is the 
capacity to analyze the intelligence it 
gathers, and that’s where they have been 
consistently bad for years. They can 
probably do more than any existing in- 
telligence agency in the world to make 
penetrations and get information, but 
what makes them less effective than the 
Mossad, for example. is their failure to 
see the point of what they're gathering, 
to make the kind of appraisal that makes 
intelligence gathering useful. Part of the 
problem is attitudinal and it goes back to 
Vietnam. During those years the agen- 
cy’s posture, its behavior, everything 
about them was terrible. The United 
States became the most hated country 
around and the CIA became the most 
hated intelligence service, such that, as 
a result, people in the agency felt, "We're 
not gonna take any more of this shit. We're 
gonna withdraw into the innermost limits 
of our functions and do only what we have 
to do, no longer stick our necks out and 
do anything confrontational.” 
Penthouse: And the KGB? 

Sterling: It's very good because it’s so 
big. Even though it may fumble a lot and 
have a lot of clunks in it, it can make up 
for that in sheer size. 

Penthouse: And Cuban intelligence, the 
DGI? 

Sterling: They're as good as the KGB be- 
cause they're run by the KGB, you can't 
separate them. Ditto for the East Ger- 
mans, who are assigned by the KGB to 
handle the training of security forces in 
Third World countries—like the Libyans, 
for example, who constitute the security 
force in South Yemen. During the fifteen 
years Andropov ran the KGB, he greatly 
expanded its size and function by de- 
veloping the use of surrogate systems to 
divide up the work: The Czechs are mostly 
involved in providing military equipment, 
including the manufacture, distribution, 
and design of military equipment; the 
Poles do political, more than military, in- 
telligence gathering; and the Bulgarians 
have always had the dirty tricks depart- 
ment—the wetwork, the killings, and kid- 
nappings. 

Penthouse: |s the perfidiousness of the 
Soviet leadership really this limitless, as 
straightforward as you seem to be sug- 
gesting? 

Sterling: Very nearly limitless. There’s no 
doubt that the Soviets have been en- 
couraged by the continuing shield they've 


had from the West since 1972. For them 
detente meant they could do anything 
they pleased. 

Penthouse: But terrorism, which you say 
is being choreographed by Moscow 
certainly existed before 1972 

Sterling: There's always been terrorism, 
even organized terrorism, but what we've 
seen since 1968 crosses national fron- 
tiers. l'm talking about terrorism of the left 
Right-wing terrorism goes back much 
further, to the 1930s. But that, too, has 
had its recent international interlocks, 
certainly in Europe 

Penthouse: Why 1968? 

Sterling: Because, globally, 1968 dates 
the protest movement which reached al- 
most insurrectionary proportions and was 
capable of paralyzing universities, intim- 
idating politicians, and making an impact 
on public opinion. It seems to have started 
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in Berkeley but it spread all the way to 
Tokyo. Some of it was Marxist-Leninist, 
some of it was anarchist, some was just 
unformed, nonideological protest. The 
tone was peaceful, but even among the 
flower children the acts of protest brought 
to the surface groups which had an av- 
ocation for violence—whether psycho- 
logical or political or a combination of 
both. Some individuals in these groups 
had psychotic personalities. Others had 
absolutely clear, balanced political minds 
and deliberately chose violence as a 
“political necessity.” 

Penthouse: Which in turn fueled the So- 
viets? 

Sterling: In looking at what we were doing 
in Vietnam the generation of the 1960s 
refused to look at what was happening 
on the other. side too; the point of view 
was that all evil emanated from the Pen- 
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tagon or the White House or Langley. 
Look, in 1960s and early 1970s, 
the Red Brigad@was formed. They 
started with ten members but didn't kill 
anybody until 1974, so until then we 
couldn't call them terrorists. On the con- 
trary, they were being excused by many, 
many people, including myself. Then 
things changed. By 1977, they were 
kneecapping and killing several dozen 
people a year. 

Penthouse: And the response of the 
press? 

Sterling: The Italian press didn't dare 
concede that these were left-wing terror- 
ists, not even then. Whenever there was 
a killing or kneecapping, the Communist 
Party, echoed by the socialist press and 
then the center, would say, “These ac- 
tions have been committed by fascist 
agents provocateurs. Communists, 
Marxist-Leninists wouldn't do this.” That 
was the intellectual community's line, and 
the press reflected it. The American press 
has done essentially the same thing. How 
many times have you seen The New York 
Times explaining that the Red Brigade 
existed because of the terrible social 
grievances in Italy, and that if those prob- 
lems were solved the terrorists wouldn't 
be doing these things? The U.S. press 
continued with this attitude long after the 
European press began to understand. 
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Penthouse: Yet here in America, we 
haven't had such overt violence—cer- 
tainly not on the scale you're talking about. 
Sterling: Oh yes, we have. Forty percent 
of all targets of international terrorism 
since 1968 have been American. We've 
had diplomats and businessmen kid- 
napped and murdered, our embassies 
have been blown up, and of course there 
were the hostages in Iran. 

| know I've been called paranoid but 
my conclusions are not reflexive; they're 
based on my years as a reporter, on years 
of research. And having done my re- 
search for The Terrorist N “I'm con: 
nced that the outbreak of left-wing ter- 
rorism during the 1970s is really part of 
the most extraordinary and riveting ex- 
periment in Marxist-Leninist revolution 
that we've se j 
e pattern, starting from the first 
move to undermine the authority of the 
double-level 
he open arm of propaganda and 
the hidden arm of military terrorism. So, 
for example, the open arm in Italy was 
called Workers Autonomy, and the hi 


> But for you it goes further: 
The Soviets, by sponsoring terrorists, 
have started a war. 

Sterling: Absolutely, and we've been at 
war since the early 1970s. 


(re n 
Penthouse: Are you saying that the PLO, $ 
the IRA, the Red Brigade, Baader-Mein- 
hof Gang, and the Weathermen all op- 
erate under the stewardship of Moscow? 
The Soviets are that well-organized? 
Sterling: | have never suggested, nor 
would | dream of suggesting, that the So- 
viet Union has generated terrorism 
everywhere in the world. What | say is, 
that while all these terrorist groups are 
indigenous to specific social, political, 
and religious contexts, the Soviet Union 
has provided the wherewithal for their in- 
creasing expertise—weapons, training, 
and sanctuary—either directly or through 
surrogates. The idea of the Soviets co- 
ordinating worldwide terror from some 
subterranean map room is a comic book 
concept. The whole point of their plan is 
to contribute to continental terror by proxy, 
to let the other fellow do it. Take the best 
known terrorist of the past decade, Ilyich 
Ramirez Santez, a.k.a. “The Jackal.” He 
was 16 years old when the Venezuelan 
Communist Party sent him for training to 
Cuba, then he went to Patrice Lumumba 
University in Moscow. Now, at Patrice Lu- 
mumba they don't teach terrorism, they 
teach revolutionary theory, but in the 
process they spot promising militarists 
and send them for guerrilla training else- 
where. 
Penthouse: And where is the United 
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States in all of this? You speak of the So- 
viets use of surrogates and their long- 
gy of destabilization, but fs 
there any real difference between these 
Soviet activities and the logistical sup- 
port provided by America to right-wing 
governments and right-wing terro 
Central America? 

ering: There's one difference in that 
Soviet support has not been limited to 
left-wing terrorism. Also, it ha : 
generalized policy, whereag | don't think 

IA support for terrorist groups in certain 
Latin American states is the same thing 
since there's a difference in dimensio 
Mind you, this is not in any way to excuse 
what the United States has done in sup- 
port of the right. It's simply to balance the 
picture by talking more about what the 
Soviet Union has done on the other side 
Penthouse: A corrective, if you will, to the 
liberal press? 
Sterling: Yes, absolutely. Granted, up to 
a point, a comparison can be made to 
the CIA's attempts to knock off Castro or 
block a socialist experiment under Al- 
lende in Chile. Nevertheless, even the 
Chilean example is different from a global 
strategy of assault on free societies. Take 
Lebanon, the attack on our marines—| 
don't know of a better example to explain 
the phenomenon of terrorism and its uses 
as a form of surrogate warfare. Here we 
had troops installed in a country as part 
of a multinational force which had been 
agreed upon by four allies, with the con- 
sent of every major group in the Leb- 
anese goverment as well as the PLO. You 
can argue whether it was wise or not, but 
that was the situation: a legitimate force, 
legitimately placed in this country by 
agreement. But, by the use of one care- 
fully planned suicide squad, the Iranian 
and Syrian intelligence services were able 
to change the whole direction of Ameri- 
can political and diplomatic policy in the 
Middle East. They forced us to run. The 
crisis began when the Syrians broke up 
the PLO, after which they took over the 
Druze and Shiite forces (which until that 
time had been more disposed to accept 
some kind of settlement), and then they 
moved in with the attack on our ma- 
rines—using one terrorist to do their dirty 
work—whereupon they waited to see 
what we would do. It's typical of terrorist 
operations all over the world for the last 
15 years: They mount an operation, then 
sit back and wait for the results. If a coun- 
try could hold firm and say, “Do your 
worst, we're not going to legitimize you. 
We're going to pursue our policies, take 
the risks, and in the meantime try to beat 
you back,” then things might be different 
But instead, Jesse Jackson got the pilot 
out and the first thing he said when he 
came back was, “Now's the time to pull 
our forces out. This is another Vietnam,” 
so the reaction from the American public 
was to run. The response was perfectly 
logical, given that Americans understand 
very little about terrorism and the uses to 
which it can be put. But the government 


gave in and we've been on the run ever 
since 
Penthouse: All of which amounts to stra- 
tegic and military confusion, or a political 
move made in the face of a then upcom- 
ing election? 
Sterling: Both. We're talking about a his- 
torically illiterate, cowardly, and politi- 
cally ignorant reaction to a form of war- 
fare which is destined to grow in intensity 
precisely becaus - 

he Reagan administration is 
much more to blame than the public be- 
Cause it's in a position ta know. “ThE 
public is very badly informed, which | 
blame partly on television: the networks’ 
reliance on encapsulated “instant” news 
instead of background analysis—you 
know, TV as entertainment. But to with- 
draw under this kind of fire, from two tiny, 
stinky foreign states—and their objective 
was not even a Palestinian state but a 
greater Syria and fundamentalist Moslem 
lran—so that now we are losing every 
ounce of clout we need to achieve a ne- 
gotiated settlement in the Middle East. 
Everybody is beating tracks to the door 
of Assad, who has become the key fig- 
ure, whereas a year ago he was at the 
bottom of the heap. Even though he had 
something like 8,000 Soviet military 
counselors in his country George Bush 
and God-knows-who-else was saying, 
“Of course the Syrians don't really want 
to be a satellite of the Russians.” But 
dammit, Syria is a satellite of the Rus- 
sians; Assad can't move without them. 
Penthouse: Isn't it possible, however, that 
democratic societies may be powerless 
in the face of terrorism? Short of starting 
a nuclear war, initiating a first strike, or 
for that matter lifting all restrictions on a 
cowboy CIA, what can be done? 
Sterling: If you have a resolute policy of 
opposing terrorism, you find out where 
they are and you hit them back. That's 
what the Israelis do; and, in fact, | find it 
immoral for the biggest, richest country 
in the world to be so cowardly as to say 
to the Israelis, “Okay, we can't cope with 
this problem, you do it.” Because it is our 
problem. It's not just the Israelis’ problem 
because by now it’s gone far beyond that 
But | would pool all of us who are target 
countries—who are being driven back, 
who are being increasingly endan- 
gered—and establish a chain, a pool for 
infiltration and preemptive intelligence 
Penthouse: Would you also sanction the 
United States engaging in a bit of terror- 
ism of its own? 
Sterling: | don’t know if l'd call it terrorism, 
but | would use counterinsurgency forces 
as best indicated. More to the point, our 
whole diplomatic purpose should be di- 
rected at preventing the coagulation of 
these interests against us, anc as | Say, 
you don't do this by running. You hold the 
line. You educate people as to what's 
confronting us globally 
Penthouse: Then you're really talking 
about changing our long-standing no- 
tions of invincibility 
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Sterling: | guess so. But year after year 
I've seen terrorism escalate, and now | 
see it being used far more successfully, 
as the Russians and the Syrians and Iran- 
ians realize how easy it is to manipulate 
us. | also see a badly uninformed public, 
which is less willing to make sacrifices 
for important principles and which is bur- 
dened by an extraordinary inertia in find- 
ing out what is happening. On the other 
hand | do see changes, most notably on 
the part of the administration. Since the 
Italian court released its findings on the 
role of Bulgaria in the papal assassina- 
tion plot, people are starting to wake up. 
And following my story in the Times, when 
| was asked to the White House, | got the 
sense that for a number of key people in 
Washington it wasn't enough to explain 
away the CIA's bumbling as another bu- 
reaucratic hang-up. Also, CIA Director 
Casey has canned the Rome station chief 
and replaced the director of operations. 
The important thing was that the tone of 
this gathering was very much “We don't 
understand how this thing happened to 
us. We've got to find out and not let it go 
on happening.” Myself, | still don't un- 
derstand but feel at least that people at 
the topmost level are now trying to un- 
derstand in a new way. 
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Penthouse: Who was at this meeting? 
Sterling: The list read like the roster of the 
War Room, extraordinary people on an 
inner ministerial level. The new CIA di- 
rector of operations, people from the Na- 
tional Security Council, from the attorney 
general's office, from the Department of 
Defense and the president's legal staff. 
We talked for two hours and they asked 
me to fill in background detail that | just 
couldn't pack into my report for the Times. 
They also wanted to know about how ju- 
dicial procedure works in Italy and what 
kind of political pressures were on the 
Italian prosecutor. 

Penthouse: Was there discussion about 
the administration—the whys and where- 
fores of its up-until-then silence on the 
Bulgarians? 

Sterling: Yes, there was. Nobody in the 
room pretended to understand and | think 
they were genuinely baffled. They had 
just been given to understand that there 
wasn't enough for the judge to go on, and 
then they got this double whammy, and | 
think it shocked the hell out of them. “We 
can't let this go on happening,” was their 
attitude, so | was encouraged. It was vin- 
dication of what I'd been saying all along, 
sure—but more to the point, | was en- 
couraged. l'd been feeling so damned 
bruised and here they seemed to be tak- 
ing a new look at the situation. 
Penthouse: As would also be indicated 
by Secretary of State Schultz's statement 
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two weeks earlier in which he spoké of -= 

dramatically reversing U.S. policy of re- 

maining silent on terrorism. Ditto for Ca- 

sey's transfer of the Rome station chief. 

Still, where do you see it all heading? Do 

you realistically expect a significant 

change of posture on the part of the 

administration? 

Sterling: Well, just a few days after my 

piece appeared in the Times there was 

a personal statement by Reagan himself 

saying that he would welcome the pos- 

sibility of a summit meeting with the Rus- 

sians. It certainly hasn't shaken those who 

are making policy to the point where they 

are backing off anything, and | don't think 

they should back off anything. They say 

that when and if the Russians and Bul- 

garians turn out to be convicted in a court 

of law that this will have to mean some- 

thing in their diplomatic relations. Re- 

member, though, it's not only Schultz who 

has talked about state-supported terror- 

ism. By now Jeanne Kirkpatrick and four 

or five other very important figures have 

named the Soviet Union as bearing re- 

sponsibility. Even more promising, | think, 

is that now even the CIA has conceded 

as much, and this has come from Dem- 

ocrats as well. At the Second Confer- 

ence on International Terrorism, spon- 

sored by the Jonathan Institute last June, 

the same sentiments were being ex- 

pressed by Arthur Goldberg, Gene Ros- 

tow, and even Alan Cranston. It's a new 

awareness brought on largely, | think, by 

the debacle in 

PenthouseSisn't there the danger, how- 

er, that “terrorism” may be a buzzword 

comparable to “Communism” or “Com- 

munist infiltration” as used by McCarthy? 

That, in waking up to what's happening, 

inistration may overreact? 

2| agree, completely. There's def 

initely the threat that this can 
j tions) But we're in a 

grave situation because we can't not do 

anything. We have to react, recognize and 

identify the problem. It comes back to the 

public’ i f the e- 

the public really understands ter- 

rorism it won't stand still for a fascist re- 

action, what's commonly meant by police 

state control. Why? Because ultimately 

terrorism’s whole purpose is to force 

democratic societies into calling out mo 

That's the essence of it; so, again, 

it comes back to dealing not only with 

terrorists but with ourselves. The press 

has been a major player in not informing 

us, both Democratic and Republican 

administrations have been misled as well, 

so we've been caught in a vicious circle. 

The only way out is an awareness of the 

problem—not panic and certainly not in- 

difference. | may have an overinflated 

notion of the public's capability, but the 

higher the level of public awareness, the 

more chance you have of preventing the 

worst. Raising the right question: “How 

does a democratic society cope with 

this?” That's the only sound approach | 


can think of.0+—, 


“presence attracted so many fans that 
whole squadrons of police were needed 
to contain the potentially riotous situa- 
tion. Idol had been asked to remain at 
the store long enough to accommodate 
all those who had been waiting in 
subfreezing temperatures for signed al- 
bums. Nattily dressed, Bill Aucoin pre- 
cedes Idol's late arrival by a few mo- 
ments, chatting softly of his client's latest 
opportunities. 

Suddenly Billy sweeps in, his near-se- 
pulchral paleness enlivened for a change 
by a suntan, his aquiline nose burned— 
he has just spent a week relaxing in St. 
Thomas. Heedless of Trader Vic’s dress 
code, he wears a maroon haik that cloaks 
his shredded black angora sweater, co- 
quettishly baring one shoulder. The outfit 
is as calculated and iconoclastic as Au- 
coin's temperament and dress are decid- 
edly conservative. The two men speak a 
few words to one another, with warmth 
and respect, the raw jerky explosiveness 
of Billy Idol complemented by the silken- 
mannered Aucoin. Indeed, one sees Billy 
Idol as Aucoin's prodigal son returned, 
tamed in a perceptible way. Aucoin zips 
off, telling Billy he will be at home later; 
Billy is left with the option of ringing him 
up at any hour he chooses. 

The contrast is equally striking be- 
tween Idol and the wrinkled Polynesian 
waiters who refill drinks and with shaky 
hands serve him his strict vegetarian re- 
gime of steamed vegetables, regarding 
him with beneficent curiosity. He orders 
a white-coconut-and-rum cocktail, which 
arrives in an iced glass shaped like a cur- 
vaceous woman, as the subject of his at- 
titude toward women (as well as sex) is 
raised. 

“I don't like people who demean sex,” 
Billy says heatedly, looking at the glass. 
“Once a woman interviewing me asked 
if | had had any sexual failures . . . and | 
said, ‘Look, basically, | don't think there's 
any failure—it's all success. | think it's 
only an element of degree how you get 
on with people.’ One night you can be 
actually brilliant and the next night shit 
with the same person... . Sex isn't any- 
thing wonderful and magical, it's not any- 
thing terrible and awful. It’s kind of in be- 
tween. One night it's great having a wank, 

~one night it’s great screwing some bird, 

one night it’s great getting a blow job. 

What's the big problem?” 

As outspoken as he is about his sex- 
uality, he still clings to his personal life, 
trying to ward off public scrutiny. He has 
been involved with Perri Lister for years. 
She is a former dancer with the group Hot 
Gossip, which performed weekly on the 
Kenny Everett Show in Great Britain. Al- 
though in America Billy is the celebrity, 
in England the couple have been fea- 
tured in newspaper photographs with Billy 
referred to as “Perri Lister's boyfriend.” 
It was Perri Lister who portrayed the bride 
in the White Wedding video. 

In light of Billy's choice to live in Amer- 
ica, the couple has had to face long pe- 


riods of separation, their lives divided by 
careers bound respectively to each 
country and by those several-week 
stretches when Billy is on the road. Only 
recently has Perri seen the possibility of 
acquiring steady work, which would al- 
low her to live in America on a permanent 
basis. As for Billy, he has sought com- 
panionship on a nightly basis for much of 
the three years he's spent in the United 
States 

“Look at those two birds,” he remarks, 
“they've been looking at me. Are they 
young?" Suddenly growing sheepish, he 
says, “I don't know quite what to do to- 
night. | always feel like picking up some 
extra birds, for a laugh. That's my trouble. 
Perri's a great bird. She's really sexual, 
she is. | like girls who are really fucking 
wild. Cool birds are always a little bit way 
out. l'm sure Penthouse readers will like 


Wast 
to hear Billy Idol says cool birds are way 
out. Even I'd want to read that.” 

Outside the Plaza, Billy waits for a cab 
among elegantly dressed men and 
women, suddenly made smaller by the 
hotel's opulence. People begin to smirk 
and frown at his bristled hair, his swaddle 
of shreds and cloaks. He seems out of 
place. But he is oblivious to such scornful 
attention. 

What used to be clothing to him has 
now become costume; what used to be 
attitude has now become affectation. And 
this is probably not the last the Plaza Ho- 
tel will see of Billy Idol, a performer who 
has cleverly managed to survive. Maybe 
a year from now he'll want to dine at Lu- 
tece, which will require compromise’ a 
sport coat. Perhaps the punk will slowly 
fall away, leaving just another fabricated 
rock star. Ota 
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